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Abstract 
Women’s rights have been a concern for women worldwide for a long time. Activism and 
international politics in the 1960s and 1970s led to the establishment of the United Nations 
Decade for Women, which took place from 1975 to 1985. The Decade brought together 
different perspectives on women’s rights. Western women, women from the socialist bloc and 
women from developing countries all had different hopes and aspirations for the three 
conferences that were held. This thesis analyses the interaction between the three different 
groups and reflects on the contributions the Decade made to women’s rights movements and to 
the United Nations. Although north-south and east-west divisions were clearly present, the 
conference delegations managed to bridge some differences and integrate their views on 
women’s rights and influence the UN.  
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List of abbreviations 
UN - United Nations  
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NWC - National Women’s Party (American women’s organisation) 
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Introduction 
Feminism and women’s rights are currently highly topical. In the Western World, the #MeToo-
movement has triggered big debates and a renewed sense of awareness concerning sexual 
violence.1 In the European Union, the debate on modern parenthood and the division of labour 
has led to progressive laws on paternity leave.2 Violence against women hits the news from 
around the globe. A shocking example of this is the silencing of progressive influencers in the 
Middle East.3 Women’s rights have been a struggle for women worldwide, for a long time. 
Although sexual violence and murder are horrible examples that women’s rights movements 
still need to fight for the most basic rights, other primary rights have been gained by women in 
certain countries or areas. Women’s suffrage has been established in most countries of the 
world.4 Abortion is legal in large parts of the Global North and some countries in Asia and the 
Pacific as well.5 In the majority of nations, women have constitutional equality to men. This 
does not mean, however, that women are not the victim of discrimination and gender-specific 
laws that create inequality.6 
Although many issues remain and they are severe, feminist movements have made some 
impact. Both national and international women’s rights movements can be attributed with 
contributions to these successes. On the international level, the United Nations (UN) promotes 
women’s rights. This involvement has a very long history, that started with the UN’s precursor, 
the League of Nations. In the 1920s, national feminist movements in the United States and 
Great Britain had reached an impasse and saw a move to the internal arena as their chance to 
achieve legal equality.7 Their hope to make an impact drove them to the League of Nations. In 
the 1930s, women’s organisations grouped together to advocate women’s rights in the League, 
 
1 Sander Becker, “Ook de Bouquetreeks kan niet om #MeToo heen: verkrachting kan echt niet meer”, Trouw, 
October 30, 2018, Renske de Greef, “Renske adviseert: wanneer mag je een compliment geven op de 
werkvloer?”, NRC Handelsblad, October 13, 2018. 
2 Ingrid Weel, “Zes weken vaderschapsverlof, maar wie betaalt?”, Trouw, February 16, 2018,; Charlotte 
Boström, NRC Handelsblad, September 24, 2018. 
3 Zamira Rahim, “Tara Fares death: Iraqi model and Instagram star shot dead in Baghdad”, Independent, 
September 28, 2018, “The Iraq Report: Women's rights in danger after top activist and social media star 
assassinated”, The New Arab, September 28, 2018.  
4 Aili Mari Tripp, “The Evolution of Transnational Feminisms: Consensus, Conflict and New Dynamics”, in 
Global Feminism: Transnational Women’s Activism, Organizing and Human Rights, ed. Myra Marx Ferree and 
Aili Mari Tripp (New York: New York University Press, 2006): 55.  
5 “The World Abortion Laws 2018”, Centre for Reproductive Rights, Accessed November 16, 2018, 
http://www.worldabortionlaws.com/. 
6 Ibid.  
7 Carol Miller, “Geneva- the key to equality: inter-war feminists and the league of nations”, Women’s History 
Review 3, no. 2 (1994): 221.  
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aiming to be the voice of women.8 Almost from the beginning a clash broke out between 
feminists who advocated full legal equality to men, and feminists who wanted protective 
legislation for women.9 There was an intense sense of division reflected in many debates, most 
importantly on the issue of women’s citizenship rights. This division resulted in a League-
ordered inquiry on the legal status of women in different countries.10 After the collapse of the 
League of Nations and the foundation of the United Nations, the UN continued this research.11 
Since then, the United Nations Commission on the Status of Women (CSW) has gained further 
responsibilities and focus areas.12 The CSW, on initiative of a communist Romanian delegate, 
launched the idea of an International Women’s Conference.13 This took place in 1975 in Mexico 
City as part of the International Women’s Year. The International Women’s Year kicked off 
the United Nations Decade for Women. In this Decade, two more Women’s conferences would 
take place: one in Copenhagen in 1980 and one in Nairobi in 1985.14 Although it sounds like a 
great success to have a whole decade revolving around women’s rights when the issue received 
barely any attention in the most prominent international organisation in the 1930s, the impact 
of the Decade is a topic that raises questions in International Relations and Gender Studies. 
Some scholars do indeed consider the Decade a major success. A certain amount of bridging 
gaps undeniably took place, but the question remains what impact the Decade actually had on 
women, on women’s rights activists and on the UN efforts in this respect. 
 What makes it difficult to assess the impact of the Decade, is the variety of perspectives. 
Women from the west, women from the socialist bloc and women from the developing world 
all had different hopes and aspirations of international feminism and the conferences of the 
Decade. In the most basic terms, one can say that western women wanted international 
standards of equality, socialist women wanted to resolve war and injustice and women from 
developing countries wanted a New International Economic Order (NIEO).15 In practical terms 
 
8 Miller, 224-227.  
9 Jaci Eisenberg, “The Status of Women: A Bridge from the League of Nations to the United Nations”, JIOS 4, 
no. 2 (2013): 10. 
10 Ibid., 12-13.  
11 Ibid., 15. 
12 “The United Nations Commission on the Status of Women”, United Nations, Accessed November 16, 2018, 
http://www.un.org/womenwatch/daw/CSW60YRS/index.htm. 
13 Kristen Ghodsee, “Revisiting the United Nations decade for women: Brief reﬂections on feminism, capitalism 
and Cold War politics in the early years of the international women's movement”, Women’s Studies International 
Forum 33 (2010): 4-5. 
14 Judith Zinsser, “From Mexico to Copenhagen to Nairobi: The United Nations Decade for Women, 1975-
1985”, Journal of World History 13, no. 1 (Spring 2002): 140-141. 
15 Zinsser, 146; Kristen Ghodsee, “Rethinking State Socialist Mass Women’s Organisations: The Committee of 
the Bulgarian Women’s Movement and the United Nations Decade for Women, 1975–1985”, Journal of 
Women’s History 24, no. 4 (Winter 2012): 49.  
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this meant that western women wanted legislation to establish formal equality. Some of the 
legislation they advocated was already established ‘at home’ but not yet in other parts of the 
world. Examples of this are the right to own property, the right to initiate divorce and the right 
to terminate pregnancies under certain conditions.16 For women from developing countries, the 
participation of women in development was essential. Some argued that the gap between men 
and women in development issues was primarily the result of the economic and political 
situation of the world and the only solution was a New Economic Order. To others, enhancing 
education for women was an important strategy.17 The advocacy of peace by women from the 
socialist bloc, entailed that they wanted women to influence their governments towards more 
peaceful policies, such as disarmament and ending colonial practices. In this light, they 
advocated that women should get more political influence.18 The delegates of the Decade 
advocated all these different standpoints and eventual agreements were written down as strategy 
documents during each conference. As I mentioned earlier, the impact of the Decade is a topic 
for discussion and it is not easily analysed. Nevertheless, this thesis will make a contribution to 
this analysis by answering the question “What have been the positive contributions of different 
types of feminism, coming together in the UN Decade for women, to women’s rights 
movements and to the United Nations itself?” 
 To analyse the impact of the Decade, this thesis first divides up the different forms of 
feminism and assesses their success within the Decade. To do so, the first chapter of this thesis 
consists of three in depth analyses of the women’s rights situations and feminist movements in 
a single country representative of each type of feminism. To familiarize you with western 
feminism, this thesis will look at the United States. The United States are often considered the 
leader of the liberal post-World War II world, especially in the Cold War era. On top of this 
general dominance in the western world, the feminist movements in the United States were very 
important in the international arena, given that they were instrumental in putting women’s rights 
on the agenda of the League of Nations. Therefore, it reflects the western feminism is a very 
strong way. To analyse the communist perspective, this thesis will do a case study of ‘feminism’ 
in the Soviet Union. The quotation marks are used because, in the Soviet Union, women’s rights 
were considered to be taken care of under communism. The Soviet Union was undoubtably the 
dominant country in the eastern bloc, and it had a strong vision for communism around the 
 
16 United Nations, “Report of the World Conference of the International Women’s Year”, Mexico City 19 June – 
2 July 1975. Published in New York, 1976, p. 133.  
17 Ibid., 135-136.  
18 Ibid., 139.  
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world. This international view was important in the Decade as well, and therefore the Soviet 
Union is a relevant reflection of the communist perspective during these conferences. To 
familiarize you with feminism from the developing world, this thesis looks into the women’s 
rights situation and efforts in Kenya. The developing world in 1975 was too diverse to choose 
one country that represents all issues faced by women in developing countries all over the 
world. However, three important issues that were raised very often in the conference reports 
are poverty, colonial oppression and repressive traditional laws. These issues were key in Kenya 
as well. On top of this, the final conference of the Decade took place in Kenya. Because of this 
fact, there was a Kenyan preparatory committee which in part shaped the conference. Seminars 
were a large part of the conference. and there were multiple Kenyan women involved in these 
seminars, either as organizers or as speakers.19 This gave the Kenyan women substantial 
influence to determine the standpoints of women from developing countries. Lastly, because 
the last conference was held in Nairobi, Kenya has been of more interest to scholars who have 
researched the Decade. Hence, there is more data available on Kenya than on most other 
developing countries which helps to give a stronger analysis. The women’s rights ideas in all 
three countries will be analysed by using multiple books and articles from expert scholars. I 
have used their insights to combine pieces of information to provide a solid background of each 
of these countries’ women’s rights histories. Some of the works are modern day reviews of the 
developments taking place at the time, others are scholarly works from the 1980s and 1990s. 
Even though these are quite old, the information on certain aspects discussed in them is still 
very relevant, given that they are detailed since they were written in the same period they 
discuss. I have carefully read and compared the different analytical accounts to present the 
strongest and most widely shared insights. With the in dept analyses of the feminist movements 
in these countries, the thesis moves into chapter two. Chapter two will analyse the negotiations 
of the conferences against a background of international developments. To this end, I will use 
a mixture of techniques to give a broad analysis of the conference documents. I will use 
comparative analysis between the conference reports to lay out the progress, and I will use 
interpretive research of the reports to determine where the emphasis of the debates lay and what 
disputes were most relevant. The chapter uses the insights of multiple scholars to provide a 
framework of the greater world politics of the time. The chapter remarks on visible trends in 
the Decade that ultimately shaped its outcomes. In chapter three, I will then turn to the outcomes 
of the Decade and attempt to discover what influence it has had on both national women’s rights 
 
19 Beverly Guy-Sheftall, entry in “Reflections on Forum '85 in Nairobi, Kenya: Voices from the International 
Women's Studies Community”, ed. Jean F. O’Barr, Signs 11, no. 3 (Spring, 1986): 597.  
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movements and the United Nations and its later efforts on women’s issues. This is a tricky 
research, given the fact that the United Nations does many different things, and no direct link 
may be visible. Nonetheless this thesis will examine UN documents in quantity and contents to 
analyse the stance and amount of attention of UN after the Decade. In the concluding part of 
this thesis I will reflect on which issues were brought forth by the different groups and what 
role this played during the Decade. I will remark on the major achievements and clashes of the 
conferences and make a connection between the initial differences between the different groups 
and the combined contributions to the UN as an organisation. 
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The Decade in literature 
 
The Decade for Women is a popular topic of research in a variety of fields, such as history, 
International Relations and Gender Studies. Although a large body of work exists on the 
Decade, it is very divergent and therefore misses a strong core debate. Some works discuss the 
aftermath of the Decade, they attempt to analyse what processes it has set in motion. Others 
discuss the political debates taking place during the Decade, from a historic viewpoint. Some 
works focus on specific countries or a specific region. The Decade’s contributions to the lives 
and status of women in Africa, have perhaps been studied the most. In chapter three, I will go 
into more details on certain aspects of this when the developments in Kenya will be discussed, 
but a common perspective on the African impact, is that the Decade increased awareness among 
women. This is a viewpoint shared by authors such as Maria Nzomo and Filomena Chioma 
Steady.20 Country-specific works also exists outside of Africa, such as Jeanine Anderson 
Velasco’s article on the Decade in Peru. She argues that the Decade’s radical feminism had 
very little real effects in Peru and that the true opportunities lie within small changes in family 
culture that allow women to participate more fully in society.21 Other examples are Fujieda 
Mioko and Rebecca Jennison’s article on the Decade and Japanese women and Rosa Bravo and 
Rosalba Todaro’s article on Chilean women and the Decade.22  
The scope of scholarly work on the Decade on an international level, is quite extensive 
as well. A number of scholars have focussed on the conferences and what interactions took 
place there. Kristen Ghodsee, Chiara Bonfiglioli and Lois A. West are important writers in this 
respect. Ghodsee and Bonfiglioli emphasize the east-west split in the Decade. They describe 
how American women and communist women were fighting to determine what issues would 
make up the conferences.23 Ghodsee argues that the peace perspective of the communist women 
was quite dominant throughout the Decade, but this, as I will argue in chapter two, was not the 
case.24 Anti-colonialism and anti-foreign interference were rather important topics, but they 
 
20 Filomena Chioma Steady, “African Women at the End of the Decade”, Africa Report 30, no. 2 (March 1985); 
Maria Nzomo, “The Impact of the Women's Decade on Policies, Programs and Empowerment of Women in 
Kenya”, Issue: A Journal of Opinion 17, no. 2 (Summer 1989). 
21 Jeanine Anderson Velasco, “The UN Decade for Women in Peru”, Women’s Studies International Forum 8, 
no. 2 (1985): 107-109. 
22 Rosa Brava and Rosalba Todaro, “Chilean Women and the UN Decade for Women”, Women’s Studies 
International Forum 8, no. 2 (1985): 111-116; Fujieda Mioko and Rebecca Jennison, “The UN decade for 
women and Japan: Tools for change”, Women’s Studies International Forum 8, no. 2 (1985): 121-123. 
23 Ghodsee, “Revisiting the UN Decade for Women”; Chiara Bonfiglioli, “The First UN World Conference on 
Women (1975) as a Cold War Encounter: Recovering Anti-Imperialist, Non-Aligned and Socialist Genealogies”, 
Filozofija i drustvo 27, no. 3 (2016). 
24 Ghodsee, “Revisiting the UN Decade for Women”. 
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made up a very marginal part of the conferences compared to development issues. West defines 
the split not as east-west, but as western - non-western or north-south, including women from 
developing countries in the two latter categories.25 The western – non-western division is a 
more accurate one, given that the development perspective was important in the Decade and 
West has a point when she argues that for western women the issues were solely gender based 
and for non-western women the issues were a mixture of gender and nationalism.26 A more 
elaborate and more nuanced review of this is given in chapter two of this thesis.  
 A different angle that has been used by some scholars, is the evaluation of the Decade 
and an analysis of its contributions to women’s movements and women’s rights. This thesis fits 
more within this second group, although it will also reflect on the interactions during the 
conferences, as I have found that these two aspects are interrelated. Scholars like Judith Zinsser, 
Irene Tinker and Jane Jacquette, Mona Lena Krook and Jacqui True and Lois West have 
reflected on what ‘came out of the Decade’. Some argue that the Decade caused a shift in 
thinking about women’s rights. Zinsser is one of the authors who believe this. She sees 
“progress” in the language of the conference documents.27 According to Zinsser, the language 
of the Declaration of Mexico, the Plan of Action and the Resolutions of Mexico City reflect 
patriarchal thinking, whereas the Forward-looking Strategies adopted in Nairobi, places women 
in the centre of the realization of United Nations objectives.28 Over the course of the Decade, 
women’s perception of themselves shifted from victims to active agents.29 West’s and Tinker 
and Jacquette’s focus is slightly different, but they too argue that the Decade has invoked a shift 
in thinking. Both articles emphasize more agency for women. West focusses on the 
mainstreaming effect the Decade had, concerning feminist ideas and Tinker and Jacquette 
emphasize the increased ability of women to formulate demands and act upon them.30 Krook 
and True have looked at the Decade from a constructivist perspective and argue that, within a 
wider UN framework, the Decade has contributed to shaping the UN’s norms on women’s equal 
 
25 Lois A. West, “The United Nations Women’s Conferences and Feminist Politics”, in: Mary K. Meyer and 
Elisabeth Prügl (eds.) Gender Politics in Global Governance (Lanham, Rowman & Littlefield Publishers Inc., 
1999). 
26 Ibid., 179-182. 
27 Zinsser, 143.  
28 Ibid., 145-163. 
29 Ibid. 
30 West; Irene Tinker and Jane Jacquette, “UN Decade for Women: Its Impact and Legacy”, World Development 
15, no. 3 (1987). 
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participation in political affairs, and the involvement of women in development. By extension 
this effected the international community as a whole.31   
 Many of the issues raised, such as national trickle-down effects, increased agency, the 
mainstreaming of ideas and shifts in thinking, are part of this thesis as well. What the scholarly 
work so far has not addressed, or addressed in too limited a way, is that three quite different 
world views, including different views on women, came together in the Decade, but managed 
to integrate ideas and issues and made a combined contribution to the UN and to the world. The 
funnel effect of equality, development and peace as separate issues in 1975, to women’s rights 
and women’s agency all over the world, has not been highlighted enough and I will do precisely 
that in this thesis.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
31 Mona Lena Krook and Jacqui True, “Rethinking the life cycles of international norms: The United Nations and 
the global promotion of gender equality”, European Journal of International Relations 18, no. 1 (2010).  
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Chapter 1: Three worlds of feminism and their key features 
 
From the Socialist Bloc: Feminism in the USSR 
The ideas on women’s rights in the USSR stem from the writings of Karl Marx and Friedrich 
Engels. Marxist theory has brought forth insights on the general and enduring inferior position 
of women in most societies, which have been adopted by feminist theorists.32 The basis of this 
theoretical approach is that people are hierarchically ranked by property and capital, and the 
socialist ideology resists this, because it leads to the exploitation of those who are not on top of 
the ladder.33 In the same way, the family has been a way to put women on the bottom of social 
hierarchy, to manipulate and to exploit them.34 Engels came up with an explanation and solution 
in his book Origin of the Family, Private Property and the State, published in 1884. His 
interpretation was that prehistoric women held a high position in a generally matriarchal 
society, but this came to an end when men defeated them in the inheritances of private 
property.35 Engels solution was to abolish private property which would re-establish the 
position of women, which would then be equal to men.36 This rather old theory is the foundation 
of the intertwining of communism and women’s rights. The Bolshevist Revolution intended 
and succeeded in winning full legal equality and equal political rights for women.37 Feminists 
in the socialist tradition, including western feminists like Simone de Beauvoir, saw socialism 
as a solution for women’s problems. Legal equality was a key factor in this.38 Another 
dimension of communist feminism was publicized by leading Bolshevik feminist activists, such 
as Alexandra Kollontai and Inessa Armand.39 They propagated a truly equalitarian goal to the 
party. They proposed ideas to make the Russian woman an equal participant in society. The 
Communist Party considered and implemented some of these ideas within their own 
framework.40 The wish to include women in the workforce, and broader interests of the new 
state, forced the Party to challenge the traditional patriarchal structures and adopt laws to ensure 
 
32 Scott, H. “Eastern European Women in Theory and in Practice”, Women’s Studies International Quarterly 1 
(1978): 189.  
33 Ibid. 
34 Scott, 189; Alice Schuster, “Women's Role in the Soviet Union: Ideology and Reality”, The Russian Review 
30, no. 3 (July 1971), 260. 
35 Scott, 190. 
36 Ibid. 
37 Janova, M. and Sineau, M., “Women’s Participation in Political Power in Europe – An Essay in East-West 
Comparison”, Women’s Studies International Forum 15, no. 1 (1992): 115 + 120; Schuster, 260.  
38 Janova and Sineau, 115.  
39 Racioppi, L. and Katherine O’Sullivan See, “Organizing Women before and after the Fall: Women’s Politics 
in Union and Post-Soviet Russia”, Signs 20, no. 4 (Summer 1995): 820. 
40 Ibid. 
14 
 
women’s rights considering abortion, marriage and property.41 On top of that, the plan economy 
desperately needed women. The easy access to the workforce gave women some economic 
independence.42 The Party provided day-care centres for children and maternity leave, to 
stimulate women’s participation.43 In the USSR, the question of women’s rights and the 
woman’s position, was considered solved before World War II.44 Stalin abolished almost all 
women’s organisations, in line with this belief.45 The one organisation to survive his reign was 
the Soviet Women’s Committee, which had the purpose to combat international fascism and to 
propagate the communist solution for the emancipation of women.46  
The emancipation of women trough communism is just half the story. In reality, there 
was no equality. Although the Bolshevist movement had intended to lift women from their 
position of secondary citizens, the Stalin era made life hard for women.47 Society had always 
remained patriarchal and Stalin glorified the idea of women as mothers.48 The Soviet Union 
needed women in the workforce, but also expected them to bring babies into the world. Stalin’s 
regime created the image of a superwoman: a working woman and a happy mother to a large 
family, carrying all domestic responsibilities.49 Although in the post-Stalin era the system to 
support women in their working- and domestic responsibilities, such as day-care centres and 
subsidies, were enhanced, the image of the superwomen remained, giving the majority of 
women a double workload.50  
Feminist activism in the Soviet Union was not centred around the heavy burden women 
carried. Women from the socialist countries were taught that their oppression stemmed from 
more general oppression such as colonialism, warfare and economic exploitation.51 This was 
also the official stance that the Soviet delegation at the Women’s conferences had. In UN-
circles it has been described as the peace perspective.52 The eastern-European and Soviet 
delegations consisted of women who were dedicated to the communist cause and it is likely that 
 
41 Racioppi and O’Sullivan See, 820. 
42 Scott, 190 
43 Ibid. 
44 Ibid. 
45 Racioppi and O’Sullivan See, 821 
46 Ibid. 
47 Ibid., 822. 
48 Alpern Engel, B., “Engendering Russia’s History: Women in Post-Emancipation Russia and the Soviet 
Union”, Slavic Review 51, no. 2 (Summer 1992): 313; Racioppi, 822-823.  
49 Racioppi and O’Sullivan See, 823; Richard Stites, The Women’s Liberation Movement in Russia: Feminism, 
Nihilism and Bolshevism 1860-1930, 2nd edition (Princeton, Princeton University Press, 1990): 414.  
50 Racioppi and O’Sullivan See, 822-823; Schuster, 266. 
51 Ghodsee “Revisiting the UN Decade for Women”, 4; Carolyn Stephenson, “Feminism, Pacifism, Nationalism 
and the UN Decade for Women”, Women’s Studies International Forum 5, no. 3/4 (1982): 295.  
52 Ghodsee, “Revisiting the UN Decade for Women”, 4.  
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they were hand-picked by the government.53 The Soviet delegation never sought to discuss 
women’s rights or the struggles they faced concerning their double roles as mothers and 
workers. They used the Decade’s conferences as a platform to discuss world politics. They 
wanted to talk about the same issues as male politicians.54 Two political motives for this stance 
can be seen. One fits the Cold War frame and is that the communist states wanted to criticize 
and shame the United States as much as possible, and this new platform was another way to 
turn the world’s eye to their critique.55 The Declaration of Mexico, a document adopted at the 
Mexico conference, contains paragraphs condemning American efforts to intervene in 
developing countries that were adopting socialism.56 The other reason is that women were 
believed to be less aggressive and therefore had the duty to discuss these issues with their 
counterparts from other nations, to achieve more cooperation.57 
 
From the West: Feminism in the United States 
It is very hard to determine the beginning of feminism in the United States. It could be traced 
back as far as 1848, when the Declaration of Sentiments was signed, a call by men and women 
to abandon discrimination against women.58 The history of legal progress is too long and too 
detailed to cover completely. To comprehend the position of the American delegations to the 
women’s conferences, it makes sense to start in the interbellum, when the American feminist 
movements entered the international arena for the first time.  
 In the years between the two world wars, American feminists split into two main 
factions. The first group consisted of the militant wing of the suffrage movement and had the 
goal to eliminate all legal discriminations against women.59 The other group consisted of 
activists that promoted the idea of protective legislation for women. These laws would ensure 
women would not be discriminated against because of their physical disadvantages such as 
childbearing.60 The equalitarian feminists, united in the National Women’s Party (NWC), 
 
53 Ghodsee, “Revisting the UN Decade for Women”, 5. 
54 Ibid. 
55 Ibid., 6.  
56 Ibid.  
57 Ibid. 
58 National Women’s History Alliance, “Timeline of Legal History of Women in the United States”, via 
https://nationalwomenshistoryalliance.org/resources/womens-rights-movement/detailed-timeline/. Last used: 
May 11th 2019.  
59 Eisenberg, 10; Paula F. Pfeffer, “A Whisper in the Assembly of Nations: United States Participation in the 
International Movement for Women’s Rights from the League of Nations to the United Nations”, Women’s 
Studies International Forum 8, no. 5 (1985): 459-460.  
60 Eisenberg, 10; Pfeffer, 460. 
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advocated an Equal Rights Amendment (ERA) to the United States Constitution. Following 
this, they took the goal of legal equality to the international arena.61 They found the national 
progress too slow or deemed it completely absent, so the League of Nations and other 
international forums were a chance to promote the cause, and they hoped that the international 
community would adopt the values which would then trickle down to national legislation.62 The 
most important allies for American feminists were British equivalents of both the equalitarians 
and the protectionist feminists. The United States were not a member of the League, but the 
British were. The split between equalitarian feminism and protectionist feminism was already 
visible in Britain as well and transferred to the international arena with the support of the 
American women.63 In 1938, the League of Nations also founded it’s Committee on the Status 
of Women.64 This was not an equalitarian organ per se, but it did study the legal positions of 
women around the world and the League agreed to discuss an Equal Rights Treaty upon 
examining the results of the committee’s study.65 With a the foundation of a new international 
organisation, some progress occurred.66 The Equal Rights Treaty was eventually adopted by 
the UN General Assembly in 1946.67  
The progress in the United States was not quite as fast. In the aftermath of World War 
II, the government promoted the idea of domesticity. The idea that women were needed at 
home, to take care of their husbands and children, was widespread.68 Despite these conservative 
ideas, American women’s organisations in the 1950s still advocated issues that had already 
been brought to the table before, such as the ERA, equal pay, more women in positions of 
influence, and peace and internationalism.69 The efforts and the hopes they had, led to feminist 
peaks in the 1960s. The left-wing politics in the 1960s allowed the feminist movements to gain 
some success. There was a high level of female employment, substantial change of attitudes on 
sexual issues and returning interest in feminist organisations.70 The fragmentation of the 
women’s movement was more complicated in the 1960s than in the 1920s and 1930s. Overall, 
four broad groups can be identified. The first type is radical feminism, which constituted of the 
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idea to replace patriarchy with a female dominated culture.71 Secondly, there was social 
feminism which emphasized the patriarchal structure of capitalism.72 Thirdly, there was liberal 
feminism, which did not aim to change the system radically, but focussed on updating the 
women’s rights agenda with issues formerly overlooked. Lastly, there was black feminism, 
which brought together the resistance against oppression stemming from gender, race and class, 
into one movement.73 However, this last form of feminism has generally been overlooked by 
scholars, and equally so by the dominant white feminists’ movements of the time. Multiracial 
feminism, as scholars on this type of activism prefer to call it, had a different ideology and a 
different timeframe than particularly radical and liberal, and to some extent socialist, 
feminism.74 The white-led feminist movements are sometimes identified as hegemonic 
feminism, which holds equality to men as its highest goal. It has and individual rights-based 
approach, not a justice-based vision for broader social change.75 This stream of feminism 
peaked during the 1960s and 1970s as a result of inspiration and support from the activism of 
civil rights movement and the New Left.76 This history of the Second Wave feminists, skips 
over the substantial influence of Black Power activism on many feminist activists. The 
multiracial, or antiracist, feminists were often active in movements or organisations that were 
not gender-based, although a multiracial female organisation was founded in the 1970s.77 Their 
feminist identity was therefore ignored or even denied by militant white feminists.78 Radical 
feminism had its heyday in the late 1960s and early 1970s and managed to mobilize people for 
the feminist cause throughout the 1970s and early 1980s. This was the dominant feminist 
movement during the Decade for Women.79 The multiracial feminist movement, with its more 
general social justice approach, had its peak in the 1980s and 1990s, so mostly after the Decade 
had passed.80  
 
71 Bolt, 164; Myra Marx Ferree and Beth B. Hess, Controversy and Coalition: The New Feminist Movement 
across Three Decades of Change, 3rd edition (New York: Routledge, 2000): 50.  
72 Bolt, 164; Marx Ferree and Hess, 51.  
73 Bolt, 164. 
74 Becky Thompson, “Multiracial Feminism: Recasting the Chronology of Second Wave Feminism”, Feminist 
Studies 28, no. 2 (Summer 2002): 337-343.  
75 Ibid., 337. 
76 Ibid., 341.  
77 Ibid., 339-341.  
78 Ibid., 342.  
79 Ghodsee, “Revisiting the UN Decade for Women”, 6; Zinsser, 150-152. 
80 Thompson, 344.  
18 
 
From the developing world: Feminism in Kenya 
The study of ‘feminism’ in Kenya is not as easy as studying feminism in the United States or 
the Soviet Union. Substantial women’s rights movements did not enter the stage in Kenya until 
the 1990s. Given that this thesis focusses on the Decade for Women, we need to identify the 
women’s rights efforts and existing debates in Kenya, before the end of the 1980s, however 
small they may have been. Although there were not really any women’s rights movements 
notable enough to have been recorded between the 1950s and mid-eighties, women’s rights 
were definitely a concern in Kenya as well. Pre-colonial society, colonialism and decolonization 
each brought their own difficulties and impulses for women’s resistance.  
Society in Kenya before colonization, which happened in phases between 1887 and 
1920, was strongly agrarian and based on land and kinship.81 The system of landownership in 
Kenya, can be described as a piece of land belonging to the clan living on it, who had cleared 
it from bush and had planted crops on it.82 Land was the property of a family and passed down 
the male line.83 This meant that women could not inherit land, and even though they were 
theoretically not prevented from acquiring a piece of land themselves, gender roles did 
determine they would not. The clearing of a piece of land was men’s work, women were to 
cultivate it after it was acquired.84 In this system, women were thus limited in their access to 
land to the pieces they were given by their father or their husband after marriage.85 
The colonial era brought its own difficulties. Quite a number of colonial administrators 
struggled with the clash between their western ideals and the civilization mission and the 
Kenyan customary laws.86 The main issue of the colonial government was the legal status of 
native women. This was linked to many other problems that arose. Just like they did not have 
the ability of landownership, Kenyan women had no legal agency of their own. They were 
under the guardianship of men all their life. First under that of their fathers, then their husbands 
and upon the death of their husbands, widows would be wards of their marital family, often 
their brother-in-law or mature sons.87 The colonial government started a debate on the majority 
status of women and when to grant it. Chief Native Commissioner John Ainsworth advocated 
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to consider all native women legal adults from the age of twenty-one on, but encountered many 
forms of resistance.88 Women being under the guardianship of their fathers or marital family 
was connected to problems concerning marriage as well. A daughter or a wife was, in this 
culture where women were not legal agents, an asset.89 A father would receive a dowry from 
his new son-in-law and a man thus practically bought his wife. In cases where women opposed 
their marriage, they would sometimes flee from home. Colonial interference with this issue 
caused a lot of trouble and inadvertently worsened the position of women. Fathers or husbands 
of runaway brides felt like they lost valuable property and the colonial government accepted 
that. They accepted that in traditional culture it would indeed be perceived this way, and 
therefore enabled men to sue for such loss of property. The inadvertent effect was that women 
were formally degraded to a possession by the colonial administration.90 At the same time, the 
efforts of the colonial administration to emancipate Kenyan women, mostly via education, 
added dilemmas to these girls’ lives. Girls that were attracted to the mission schools, faced the 
problem that their families opposed their education, because in their minds the girls would then 
abandon the traditional way of life and therefore become social pariah’s. Indeed, the mission 
girls would often fall out of their social circle.91 In a more general sense, the power of the 
Christian colonial administrators often put more pressure on women than before. Not only did 
women have to live by the expectations of their traditional environment, they were sometimes 
also placed into a strait jacket of the strong Christian moral of the early 20th century.92 The 
overlapping problem for women in the early colonial era was, however, that nothing was clear. 
Colonial policies and traditional culture clashed and there was no straight line of emancipation 
coming from either one. Women were often trapped in between their dreams, new opportunities, 
old and new patriarchal systems and trivial rulings.93 
The decolonization process is too complex to elaborate on in this thesis, but what is 
clear, is that women contributed to the nation building movements before Kenya became 
independent in 1963.94 Since the newly elected Kenyan African National Union (KANU) 
government had always rejected subordination in all forms, including traditional male-female 
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relations, women had high hopes of this government.95 However, independence did not bring 
any significant changes for women.96 Marriage and divorce laws remained largely the same. 
Traditional customs remained intact, such as female deference to men and social rules that 
dictated women to serve the men of their family and their guests.97 It was also very difficult for 
women to be elected for parliament. Since Kenya had a one-party state, female candidates 
needed the approval of KANU, and the KANU leadership consisted of men that considered the 
women in the party as merely useful means of attracting women voters for male candidates.98 
Because of these frustrating situations for women, women’s organisations developed. The most 
important organisation was Maendeleo ya Wanawake (Women’s Progress). This organisation 
was originally founded by colonial powers and led by mission women, but with the 
independence of Kenya, its leadership was Africanised. Maendelo focussed on improvement of 
women’s situations at home, mostly in rural areas. Effectively, this meant that they fought the 
traditional role of women as servants to the men of their community. They fought against 
deference and the amount of physical labour women were burdened with.99 In cities, other 
organisations have emerged, focussing on the urban life of women.100 The leadership of all 
these organisations were urban, educated, elite women that rotated leadership positions among 
themselves, but it can be argued that not this militant core group, but the progressive rural 
women formed the most important part of the “women’s movement”.101 These rural women 
were not active in protests or politics but raised awareness, introduced new norms and values 
in their community and prepared a new generation for a more equal society.102 
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Chapter 2: The Conferences and international politics 
 
The Decade took place at a time of many changes in international relations. These changes 
influenced the Decade and the Decade itself effected international relations as well. In this 
chapter, I will examine the conferences and the contributions of each of the main feminist 
approaches: western, developing and communist. I will place these contributions against a 
background of world politics. By giving a detailed account of the contributions of the three 
main groups and the context in which they operated, this chapter will provide insight in the 
relative success of the delegations and the strength of the different perspectives.  
 
Integration of perspectives 
The most important trend during the Decade is the gradual integration between the three core 
objectives. This becomes evident when reading the documents of the three conferences. In 
Mexico City, two documents were adopted. The Declaration of Mexico is a manifest, 
identifying the core problems faced by women around the world. It turns these problems into 
goals for the future. The three core issues have been defined as equality, development and 
peace.103 The other document, the World Plan of Action for the Implementation of the 
Objectives of the International Women’s Year (henceforth World Plan of Action), provides, as 
its name suggest, possible points of improvement related to all three core issues. It does not 
mention equality, peace and development as the main points of focus, however.104 This is a 
striking difference from the strategy documents of the following two conferences in 
Copenhagen and Nairobi. In Copenhagen, the Programme of Action for the Second Half of the 
United Nations Decade for Women: Equality, Development and Peace (henceforth Programme 
of Action) was adopted. In this document the core points are listed in the title. Also, the very 
first page of this document consists of an explanation of these three objectives and it explains 
the relationship between them. Equality is described as a goal in itself. It goes on to explain that 
inequality is linked to underdevelopment, which has its origin in unjust economic relations, and 
unequal access to resources and power. This limits women in participating in, and benefitting 
from, development. It is then argued that peace is a prerequisite for development, because 
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without peace there is no stability. Inequality and all forms of discrimination in their turn have 
a negative impact on the establishment of peace.105 In other words, the Copenhagen delegates 
recognized and emphasized the interlinkage of the core objectives. This interlinkage was 
emphasized even further in Nairobi. The Nairobi Forward-looking strategies for the 
Advancement of Women (henceforth the Forward-looking strategies), like the Programme for 
Action, explain how the three goals are interlinked and it emphasizes that strategies for the 
advancement of women to the year 2000, would have to be based on the strong interdependence 
and inseparability of all three goals.106 Delegates internalized this unity of goals, which can be 
seen throughout the document. Standpoints applicable only to women in developing countries 
can be found in the paragraphs on equality and peace. Standpoints on nuclear energy and space 
exploration, which are related to international peacekeeping, can be found in the paragraph on 
development. Furthermore, the recognition of the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms 
of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW) is referred to in the paragraph on peace.107 These 
cross-references are much less visible in the Programme for Action, where only two such 
references can be found. The contributions of the three groups eventually formed an 
overarching vision for the advancement of women, but this did not develop overnight, nor by 
spontaneous agreement. In basic terms, one can say that development was dominant throughout 
the Decade, the equality perspective started out unsuccessful but managed to gain more 
attention and the peace perspective was at its strongest at the beginning of the Decade but never 
really managed to become central in the discussion. However, this view needs a lot of nuancing 
and context to create a proper understanding of what happened.  
 One of the core discussions was what caused inequality. In Mexico City, each 
perspective had its own answer to this question and there was little recognition of the other 
views.108 In Copenhagen, the equality perspective became more dominant, but it left room for 
the situation of women in developing countries. In the chapter on the historical perspective of 
the conference, inequality is explained as women’s inferior position stemming from their child-
bearing role and the subsequent division of labour, restricting many women to the domestic 
sphere.109 The chapter goes on to explain that this position of inferiority is aggravated by 
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poverty and underdevelopment, for many women in developing countries.110 In Nairobi, this 
same interlinkage between the biological disadvantages of women and poverty and 
underdevelopment is brought forth, but it is turned around. In the Forward-looking strategies it 
is argued that poverty and underdevelopment create inequality and women’s biological 
disadvantages that lead to an inferior position in the labour market, are the aggravating facets 
that explain the poor position of women. Although the chicken-and-egg dispute was not 
completely settled, everyone agreed that women had a disadvantageous position because of 
their biological qualities and that underdevelopment was a problem leading to inequality, and 
that the two were interlinked. This explained the very problematic situation of women in 
developing countries. Western delegations were not entirely happy with the strong emphasis on 
development and how this interplayed with their own standpoints. In fact, the Nairobi report 
has recorded that the United States distanced themselves from the paragraphs identifying 
poverty as the cause for inequality.111 
 
Development at centre stage 
The overall dominance of the development perspective is clear when studying the documents 
of the three conferences. In all three reports issues concerning development take up a lot of 
space. There is constant emphasis on the need to include women in the process of 
development.112 Many points raised during the conferences touched specifically upon the lives 
of women in developing countries.113 The dominance of the development perspectives has 
various of explanations. First of all, before the Decade for Women, there was a Decade for 
Development. The 1960s were launched as the UN Decade for Development by the American 
president Kennedy.114 This previous attention to development in the international arena, could 
have carried on in the 1970s. The international debate on the New International Economic Order 
was at its height in the first half of the 1970s.115 After growing dissatisfaction in developing 
countries in the 1950s and 1960s, the idea of a New Economic Order took off. Developing 
countries had realized that aid and small changes in market regulations were not enough to give 
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them a proper place in the global economy. Therefore, they demanded a system change, in 
which sovereignty and a new control mechanism played a large role. The demands included 
sovereignty over natural resources, regulation of transnational corporations and a just 
relationship between import and export prices for developing countries.116 Proposals and 
declarations concerning the NIEO were discussed and adopted in the UN, in 1974 and 1975.117 
It makes sense then, that this was part of the Mexico City debates and the following conferences 
in Copenhagen and Nairobi.  
  Furthermore the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP), the branch 
concerned with development, had a universalist approach in the 1970s. Universalism, in the 
context of international politics, means that we uphold the same standards for all peoples and 
all individuals.118 In practice this meant that the UNDP aligned with liberation movements in 
various former occupied countries.119 By doing so they upheld the universal ideas of 
sovereignty and self-determination. Many western countries supported this policy, but not the 
United States.120 Nevertheless, the engagement of the UNDP with the liberation movements 
helped to transform them into more “status-quo oriented powers”, which meant they were better 
suited to establish a government in line with international organisational norms.121 Given that 
a UN branch, with the support of powerful western countries, wanted to help building states in 
formerly occupied nations, this could have contributed to the international momentum for 
development.  
The development perspective can be perceived in a wider north-south division than just 
the New International Economic Order. During the first conference in Mexico City, there was 
a sharp tension over phenomena such as oppression and liberation. Western women openly 
complained about their oppression by men, stressed their political demands and advocated the 
need for a new sexual moral in the context of women’s liberation.122 For women from 
developing countries, oppression and liberation were strange concepts in the matter of gender 
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roles.123 To them, it seemed like western women politicized their issues in the same way western 
countries politicized conflicts and other world politics. Therefore, they felt that western women 
had claimed women’s rights as yet another political issue to be fixed by western powers.124 The 
delegations from developing countries supported the disapproval of many forms of oppression 
against the Third World such as foreign domination and racism.125 The aversion of the western 
self-appointed authority and dominance on women’s liberation fits the broader narrative of a 
cultural and historical clash between the Global North and the Global South. 
 
Cold War tensions and the ‘peace’ perspective 
Another dimension of international relations behind the Decade lies in the east-west frictions 
of the Cold War. The delegates representing the peace perspective were extremely anti-
imperialist and emphasized modern forms of imperialist oppression during the conferences.126 
This was a standpoint feared by the United States.127 In the discussions on the Vietnam War, 
the Israeli-Palestinian conflict and the apartheid regime in South-Africa, the United States were 
very controversial and therefore had something to loose when the topics were brought up during 
the conferences.128 At the same time, the Americans accused the socialist countries that they 
did not genuinely care about women’s equality and merely used the Decade as an extension of 
Cold War politics.129 Especially the inclusion of the word “Zionism” was a point of heated 
debates. American and other western delegates, including the Danish conference chair Lise 
Østergard, tried to keep it out of the document by referring to it as distracting from the “real 
issues” of the Copenhagen conference.130  
The Decade’s conferences took place against a background of many developments in 
world politics. The east-west and north-south differences make it all the more striking that 
during the Decade, the three main groups managed to get closer and construct a vision that 
integrated their different world views and their different views on the situation of women.  
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Chapter 3: The effects of the Decade 
 
The Decade has contributed positively to multiple aspects of various policies, behaviours or 
situations, of many different actors. The Decade has contributed to the UN as an organization, 
it has affected the thinking of certain women’s rights advocates and it has contributed to the 
movements in certain regions or countries. In this chapter I will determine how the Decade has 
contributed to the UN as an organisation and to women’s rights movements in the three 
countries I have studied. By examining the movements and its leaders in the period from 
Nairobi until the follow-up conference in Beijing in 1995, I will first remark on the changes in 
the thinking and acting of national movements. From there, I will link the women’s rights 
debates taking place in the international arena between 1985 and 1995 to the policies of, and 
developments within, the UN concerning women’s rights issues  
 
National contributions 
The end of the Decade happened at the time of perestroika in the Soviet Union. Perestroika was 
a liberalization of the communist economy of the Soviet Union. It was implemented by 
Gorbachev after many years of public discontent considering the lack of wealth brought by 
communism. Women certainly felt this discontent. They had a double duty of mother and 
worker and their domestic duties remained very hard and dull, whereas new appliances and 
materials made housekeeping a lighter task for women in western, capitalist countries.131 
Furthermore, the state grip on the press was loosened during perestroika. This lead to more in 
depth reports on gender relations and divisions of labour. The matter of women’s rights was no 
longer considered solved.132 The general public discontent and following perestroika, had a 
much larger effect on women’s rights thinking and women’s rights movements in the Soviet 
Union than the Decade did by itself. However, the Decade did manage to shed a new light on 
women’s issues for Soviet women. At home, feminist writings and ideas were discouraged, but 
the delegates did come into contact with these ideas during the conferences.133 Maxine 
Molyneux argues that the Decade created some small opportunities to expand women’s rights 
thinking in the Soviet Union this way.134  
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 In Kenya the influence of the Decade for Women is very limited as well, at least so 
argues Bessie House-Midamba.135 She argues that the translation of the Decade’s objectives 
into national policies, was hindered by the very weak position of women in Kenya. Elite women 
were represented in women’s organisations and on a few occasions in government, but they did 
not manage to really influence politics. Adding to that, these elite women could not really 
represent the interests of most Kenyan women, who were at the very bottom of the social-
political ladder.136 This view is not shared by The African Women’s and Communications 
Network (FEMNET). In its book Herstory: Advocating for the Rights of African Women, they 
put emphasis on the uniting and activating effect of the Nairobi Conference on African women. 
Hosting the third conference and the NGO forum parallel to it (Forum ’85), created awareness 
for women in all corners of Kenya. It allowed ‘normal’ women to engage with the women’s 
movement, which did not happen before.137 The FEMNET book is distinctly not an academic 
source. Its information has no scientific base, but they have interviewed women leading the 
women’s movement in Kenya at the time, who were present for all the conferences. The quotes 
from Dr. Eddah Gachukia, chairperson of the Forum ’85 preparatory committee, suggest that 
the Nairobi conference and the preparatory conference in Arusha, Tanzania indeed had a 
unifying effect on women’s movements in Africa.138 Secondly, the fact is that FEMNET was 
created during the Nairobi conference, which established a regional network for the 
empowerment of women in Africa.139 Not only FEMNET regards the Nairobi Conference as a 
changing event in the women’s rights movement in Kenya. Professor Maria Nzomo shares the 
view that many women were ‘awakened’ by the Nairobi conference and that it caused a rise in 
awareness.140 She explains how the Kenyan government co-opted the “include women in 
development” strategy of developing countries during the conferences and included women’s 
organisations in development programs after the Decade.141 She agrees with House-Midamba, 
however, that these women’s organisations did not manage to represent the majority of Kenyan 
women.142 The Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination against Women’s report of 
February 5th 1993 explains that by 1993 anti-discrimination laws and laws contributing to the 
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equality of women had been accepted in Kenya, but the de facto situation remained quite 
troublesome. The Kenyan delegate to this committee explained that there was still a clash 
between national law and customary law, and that women were still discriminated against in 
everyday life.143 
 In the United States, the feminist discourse changed a great deal during the 1980s and 
1990s. Some people, especially people committed to radical feminism, see the end of the 1980s 
as the death of feminism.144 Indeed, the number of protests and demonstrations and the amount 
of media coverage decreased considerably.145 The more general consensus among scholars 
however, is that feminism in the United States changed from a radical form to feminism 
incorporated in everyday life. Verta Taylor and Leila J. Rupp define this phenomenon as a 
change to cultural feminism. Mary Fainsod Katzenstein defines the new form of feminism as 
unobtrusive mobilization within institutions. She sees that women created gender consciousness 
in institutions such as the army and the church, which influenced American society.146 There 
is, however, a different narrative in academics on the decline of radical feminism in the 1980s. 
The “second wave” of the 1960s and 1970s was never free from criticism and the critique on 
the weaknesses of the second wave became more dominant and established a new discourse in 
the 1980s and 1990s.147 The second wave movements preached sisterhood, but were in fact 
factionalist. There were race- and class lines between women and women’s movements.148 The 
new discourse was more inclusive. It recognized the multiple oppressions women of colour 
faced. Feminism, in the view of Susan Archer Mann and Douglas J. Huffman, drew away from 
the emphasis on separated groups and became intersectional.149 They point to the upcoming of 
post-structuralism, postcolonial theory and contributions of women of colour as the reasons for 
this change.150 The fact that American women encountered women from around the world 
during the Decade, who had different perspectives, including the standpoint that racial 
discrimination, poverty and gender were interlinked, I would argue, fits this change too. It is 
not possible to determine whether and which American delegates may have taken this view and 
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whether they were influential back home afterwards. However, as Archer Mann and Huffman 
argue, the analysis and idealism changed from the nation state to the global level, in the transfer 
between second wave and third wave feminism.151 This goes hand in hand with what the Decade 
did on an international level, so it is not unthinkable this was reflected in the thoughts of 
American feminist thinkers.  
 In all three countries, changes of spirit considering women’s rights occurred. They can 
only be partly linked to the UN Decade for Women, although in Kenya there is substantial 
evidence that the Decade had a directly inspiring effect. The Decade did not just influence 
women’s rights thinking and feminist movements at a national level. At the global level, the 
United Nations were confronted with the reports, reflecting new thinking. In the next paragraph 
we will explore the contributions of the Decade in this respect. 
 
International contributions 
The Decade has contributed to the UN in multiple ways. Two main types of impact can be 
identified. First of all, the Decade has contributed to new thinking and increased attention for 
women’s rights within the UN bodies. Second of all, the Decade has contributed to the 
implementation of policies and mechanisms on women’s rights within the United Nations. It is 
rather logical that these two contributions cannot be fully separated and are interlinked.  
 One major contribution of the Decade has been the enormous increase of attention for 
women’s rights issues in the United Nations. The numbers of documents published alone tell 
an interesting story. Of the ten years before the Decade, thirty-six documents UN documents 
can be found, concerning any topic regarding women’s rights. For the ten years after the 
Decade, this number is five hundred documents. This is a massive increase and no other 
conclusion can be drawn than that since the Decade, women’s rights have been a more relevant 
issue to the United Nations. Roughly four hundred of these five hundred documents, are 
documents concerning the 1995 Beijing Women’s Conference. The Beijing conference was a 
follow-up meeting to the Decade and from the documents’ titles and content, one can see that 
many ideas and plans of the United Nations itself and of its member states culminated in the 
run-up to Beijing. In other words, it was not until there was another large conference where the 
world would turn its eye to the rights of women worldwide again, that the topic was given this 
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huge amount of significance. Furthermore, women’s rights issues were an important part of the 
Medium-term Plan, a system wide strategy document for the years 1992-1997, published in 
1991. The Decade’s delegates had advised it would be.152 It should be considered a positive 
sign that the UN answered to this call, since it indicates that the issue of women’s rights was 
considered important not just by the people previously involved, but by the UN as a whole.  
 Although the general trend is that the attention for women’s rights spiked in 1995, the 
UN General Assembly (GA), the Committee on Elimination of Discrimination Against Women 
and the Economic and Social Council (ECOSOC) did give the matter of women’s rights and 
specifically the implementation of the Nairobi Forward-looking Strategies, attention in between 
Nairobi and Beijing as well. With resolution 40/108, the General Assembly endorsed the 
Forward-looking Strategies in December 1985. Since then the Secretary-General has reported 
to the GA every year on the implementation of these strategies.153 Some of these reports are 
quite extensive, such as the report from 1993. This report reflects the UN’s sense of importance 
when it comes to women’s rights but also its difficulty to create effective policies. To a large 
extent, the strategies of the UN bodies consist of supporting national governments in adopting 
more inclusive policies and laws, without any specification of this support.  
 Many policies are at this high level of abstraction but the Decade has contributed to the 
adoption and implementation of the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of 
Discrimination Against Women. The Convention was adopted in 1979 and came into force in 
1981.154 During the Copenhagen conference, a resolution was adopted calling for the signing 
and ratification of the Convention by “all States”.155 In Nairobi, the delegates affirmed that one 
of the biggest successes of the Decade was the adoption of the Convention, and its ratification 
by 76 states in 1985.156 Adoption and ratification do not mean immediate enforcement. The 
Commission on the Status of Women mostly operated behind closed doors before 1984. Any 
communications on women’s rights in different countries was ‘taken note of’, but neither 
publicized, nor reported to other UN bodies.157 During the Decade, the call to change this grew 
very strong. Western countries and African countries allied to propose new procedures and 
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resolutions that would allow the CSW to take action when women’s rights violations came to 
light.158 In 1984, a resolution was adopted that allowed for the publication of country reports. 
It also paved the way for the CSW to call for action of other UN bodies when a series of 
women’s rights violations occurs.159 Many of the five hundred UN documents published in the 
ten years after the Decade are reports from the Committee on Elimination of Discrimination 
Against Women. This committee reviews reports by national governments on the status of the 
implementation of CEDAW in their country.160 This method of self-reflection and international 
checks is a very practical policy. In 2008, 185 states had signed the Convention, and the 
Optional Protocol to the Convention was established. This protocol gives the Committee on 
Elimination of Discrimination Against Women the competence to consider complaints of 
individuals, of violation of the CEDAW.161 The adoption of CEDAW and the early signatures 
during the Decade were an important step to the legal solidification of women’s rights within 
the UN.    
Overall, the attention to women’s rights has increased very much as a result of the 
Decade. In this process the objectives formulated by the women’s conferences have been 
leading. Although many debates and policies have been at a high level of abstraction, the UN 
has increased its institutional space for women’s rights, by adopting the Convention on the 
Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women and by increasing the competences 
of the CSW and the Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination Against Women. Also, 
the UN as a whole was inspired to consider women’s rights in the efforts of many of its bodies 
that are not directly related to women.  
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Conclusion 
 
The United Nations Decade for Women reflects the three main perspectives on the situation of 
women, coming from very different backgrounds. The Soviet stance was based on the 
communist party’s line that women’s rights were taken care of under communism and that more 
important issues needed to be addressed. Soviet delegates were chosen to represent this line of 
thought and promoted their ‘peace perspective’. This perspective heavily condemned (neo-) 
imperialism and managed to shame and frustrate the United States by condemning, amongst 
other things, the military effort in Vietnam and by including the word ‘Zionism’ in the texts. 
The American delegations however, found it very important to discuss women’s rights and 
specifically legal equality. They found the insistence on world affairs, on war and peace and 
colonialism, an unwanted distraction of what, according to them, was really the point of the 
Decade: women’s equality to men. The Americans were, in this regard, reluctant to accept 
underdevelopment and poverty as the causes behind inequality. The delegations from 
developing countries however, were positive that these were the factors behind their 
powerlessness and hardship. They emphasized how the colonial legacy left developing 
countries in a heavily disadvantaged economic position, which lead to widespread poverty. 
These countries used the Decade to voice their call for a New International Economic Order. 
For them, gender was not the leading factor in discussion on inequality, it was their nationality.  
 Over the course of the Decade, this division of views transformed. Not every bridge was 
gapped and different perspectives undoubtedly remained to exist, but the delegations managed 
to gain some insight in the problems of women elsewhere in the world and they created an 
integrated view on the inferior position many women had. Although the point of causality 
shifted between Copenhagen and Nairobi, gender and poverty in developing countries were 
linked to each other. Not only did women in developing countries suffer from unequal world 
economics, but also from the unequal position they had as women, in their own societies. Peace 
was linked to the other issues as a necessary factor to achieve development or equality. Points 
raised in the Nairobi Forward-looking Strategies were not strictly limited to one perspective 
anymore. Points on peace can be found in sections on development, points on the Convention 
on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW) can be found in 
sections on peace and these are only a few examples of this type of cross-referencing. The 
interconnectedness of the three main goals was emphasized in documents multiple times. 
Although the interlinkage was mentioned by delegates quite early on, it is nevertheless 
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noteworthy that the different delegations managed to align their views, given that there was 
both a strong north-south division and a strong east-west split in international politics. Although 
the idea of global sisterhood is often dismissed by both scholars and activists, something bound 
together the delegates in a way that enabled them to create an overarching vision. All these 
women had faced, consciously or not, inequality or at least difference to men. Their gender was 
what bound them together.  
 The efforts of the delegations have not been in vain. On a national level, the Decade had 
some impact in the three countries I have examined. Other processes of change occurred 
simultaneously, which has left the Decade as only one of the factors behind shifts in thinking 
of women’s rights. On an international level, the Decade also contributed to shifts in thinking 
and to the institutional solidification of women’s rights advancement within the United Nations. 
The UN severely increased its attention to women’s rights issues since the Decade. Mentioning 
of women’s rights and addressing the issues already increased a great deal between 1985 and 
1995, but culminated in the run-up to the Fourth Conference on Women in Beijing in 1995. The 
Decade was important in contributing to the adoption and ratification of the Convention on the 
Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women. The delegates themselves 
considered its adoption one of the major successes of the Decade. The monitoring competence 
of the CSW was expanded during the Decade, which allows for more action when women’s 
rights violations happen. The Committee on Elimination of Discrimination Against Women 
forces countries to turn a critical eye to their own situation, which may contribute to the 
achievement of some actual improvements.  
 The Decade has been instrumental in shaping thinking worldwide on women’s rights 
and to the improved institutionalization of women’s rights efforts within the UN. In Beijing the 
world again discussed women’s rights, and many ideas and plans were born there. To provide 
a continuous understanding of international feminism, I would highly recommend a study of 
the continuations and disruptions of the Decade to Beijing and to the years after the Fourth 
World Conference.  
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